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Open source is at a crossroads. For the past few years, venture capital has directly or indirectly paid for many of the contributors and

much of the infrastructure it needed to keep going.

That was until the past 24 months or so, when funding started to slow down, leading to less internal development or funding resources

going toward open source.
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Companies suddenly had to justify themselves, have a real business model, cut costs, and fundamentally start to return something to in-

vestors. On the other hand, this reckoning has led to refocusing, new pure open-source  forks of commercially-minded projects, and a

new lease of energy to keep the pace of open source.

Earlier this year, I attended Europe ’s preeminent open-source event, FOSDEM (Free and Open source Software Developers European

Meeting). Running for 24 years, the 2024 event attracted around 10,000 visitors and held 854 talks spread across Brussels’ ULB. All for

free and largely organised by a handful of organisers and sponsors.

In some ways, FOSDEM is a perfect microcosm of what open source should be, and what better place to analyse the current state of

open source in Europe and the community at large.

FOSDEM is such a sprawling event. It covers not only the dozens of dev  rooms on the university campus but also several side events

around Europe (I also attended State of Open Con, organised by Open UK in London). As such, it’s hard to extract key themes, but in this

article, I attempt to give an overview of those I saw and heard.

These are arti�icial intelligence (AI), the environmental impact of tech, project sustainability, governance and regulations, and the data

that underpins all of these.

Open AI
There’s a certain irony that whilst the arguably most famous AI  company has “open” in its name, it’s decreasingly open in its research and

development . Behind the scenes of the AI hype, many people in open source are concerned about how a few companies control most of

the data that power many AI tools.

Many of us are used to the more traditional data sources behind applications, such as databases or API responses, where we can inspect

their data easily. Models AI tools use, typically called Large Language Models or LLMs, represent their underlying data in a way that’s

much harder for a developer to see without additional tooling.

While much of the tooling around AI is open source, it doesn’t mean the resulting models are, or even if they are, that it’s possible to “see

what’s inside them.” The open source community is working hard to change this, especially those who attend FOSDEM, where “open” is

more of a way of life than an ideal.

As Niharika Singhal of the FSF for Europe mentioned in her talk in the AI and Open Source dev room: “The popularisation of the (miss)use

of the term ‘open’ in AI systems is particularly concerning.”

She continued to mention that the open-source community needs to take projects to task that label themselves as “open” if they don’t

adhere to certain principles. 

Open Source Ini�i��ive
Stefano Maffulli of Open Source Initiative (OSI) took this topic further  to cover the initiative’s collaborative de�inition that a truly open AI

system needs to be available under legal terms that grant the freedoms to:

–     Use the system for any purpose and without asking for permission.

–     Study how the system works and inspect its components.

–     Modify the system to change its recommendations, predictions or decisions to adapt to your needs.

–     Share the system with or without modi�ications for any purpose.

Post-FOSDEM, the OSI continues to work on the de�inition. Stay up to date and get involved at https://opensource.org/deepdive/drafts .

OpenLLM Europe
Always a bastion of data sovereignty, FOSDEM saw the launch of OpenLLM Europe, a Europe-wide community initiative to create the �irst

multimodal multilingual language model. This is to ensure that model content is more European-focused and includes a wider gamut of
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European languages. 

Announcing the initiative, Michel-Marie Maudet, COO of Linagora, showed a staggering slide in his talk . Currently, more than 90% of the

training data in general models is in English, and 68% are from organisations based in the US. To counter this, the project already has ini-

tiatives in several of the major European languages as well as smaller ones such as Maltese, Irish, and Slovak. 

AI �ooling
While it’s always hard to pin down many open source projects to a particular region, on the more technical tooling side, most of the AI

talks focussed on building, running, and training models “locally.” Open doesn’t mean easy, and working with models still requires signi�i-

cant time and resources.

Tying together the technical with the conceptual presented above, Julie Hunter showed how she built new models based on the French

language and also re-tuned existing models, such as those from Mistral AI  (ironically based in France), to answer more often in French

than it currently does.

Hunter demonstrated one example asking for a recipe in French. It would start the response in French and halfway switch to English. The

recipe was even originally a French dish. 

A long-term player in European open source, Nextcloud showcased their new local AI tools  that provide a user interface for �inding and

using models on a Nextcloud instance.

The features provide convenience wrappers and use a tra�ic light system to rate the models in the catalogue, bearing in mind many of

the “open” aspects mentioned by Stefano Maffulli. I am unsure if my Raspberry Pi at home could cope with running any LLMs, but I look

forward to trying.

Finally, an issue for many AI tools is getting meaningful and current data in and out of models in a spontaneous and dynamic way, for ex-

ample, fetching daily news or conversations in a messaging app. Tuana Çelik from Haystack  showcased an  open-source tool  to build

components that use Retrieval-Augmented Generation (RAG) in a more “traditional” developer way to help you build AI data processing

pipelines.

Sus��in�bili�y
When I started my career in tech, compute resources were expensive. Servers, memory, and storage were so expensive that you had to

�ind as many ways as possible to optimise how you used them. Then, with the advent of large multi-service cloud hosts, the costs

dropped, and instead, we resolved many technical scaling issues by using more “cheap” resources.

Except they weren’t actually as cheap as we thought. First, many of the new wave of cloud companies weren’t necessarily cheaper; they

just had different pricing models. The recent budgetary cutbacks in tech are causing many to question decisions made when money was

more freely available. 

However, this abundance of infrastructure also involves another cost. The environmental impact. “The internet,” according to the shift

project , is estimated to have an impact roughly equal to that of the airline industry. Personally, I think this number is underrated, as the

de�inition is vague and doesn’t include a lot of the hardware and software that is connected to it. 

Whether motivated by cost-cutting, forthcoming regulation, or pure altruism, monitoring and reducing the environmental impact of ap-

plications is now a big topic in open source, especially in Europe.

Moni�oring environmen��l imp�c�
The continent is home to several foundations and initiatives, including the Green Web Foundation , whose co2.js  is used by many to mon-

itor their application’s impact. Mike Gifford gave an interesting talk  on efforts using co2.js to reduce the carbon impact of the most popu-

lar content management systems (CMS). 

Among the waves of cool new technologies at FOSDEM, it’s worth remembering that a handful of CMS, run the vast majority of the inter-

net (WordPress alone runs about 60% of websites). As Mike said:

“It’s easy to forget that real hardware is behind all the ‘bits’ we push around and use.”

Most of the major browsers now have some form of carbon impact pro�iling built in, but head and shoulders above the rest is the Firefox

pro�iler  that goes into dizzying detail on the computing resources a web page is using. 

One of my favourite talks  was from Florian Quèze, one of the key engineers behind the tool. Estimating carbon emissions of applications

and processes is still in its nascent stages, and Florian detailed some of the engineering decisions taken to build calculations. For exam-
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ple, the most locked down platform (macOS on Apple Silicon) returns the best results, while the most open (Linux) returns the least,

mostly due to security concerns. 

I am not much of a Firefox user, but I have tried running the pro�iler on my website, and whilst the most intensive web processes aren’t al-

ways a surprise, it’s fascinating to measure and see in such detail. Seeing the potential impact of an image or JavaScript framework visu-

alised drives home what adding something that seems so small can mean.

Govern�nce �nd funding
FOSDEM has plenty of content on the governance, funding, and broader sustainability of open-source projects. But, the topic was more

the domain of State of Open Con (SOOCON), an event organised by OpenUK, Europe’s only body for fostering relationships between

open-source projects, government, and industry.

Making those connections directly on the subject of open AI, SOOCON held AI consultation sessions with the UK’s science and innova-

tion department  and Home O�ice. OpenUK’s Amanda Brok told me about the long queues outside each session and the fruitful discus-

sions developers were bringing straight to the government. 

“I think it’s important that the authentic voice of the people who are actually doing the work is heard during the process. I don’t think it

has been elsewhere in the world, and I don’t think it has been historically in the UK,” Brok said.

Cos� of cyber resilience
Europe is renowned for regulations, and the past year has resulted in several large policy frameworks that in�luence tech — the Cyber

Resilience Act  (CRA), the Product Liability Directive , and the EU AI Act . With lots of information to digest and react to, both FOSDEM and

SOOCON held deep-dive sessions.

Over the past year, the CRA has been of the most concern to open-source communities, as it puts responsibility for harm caused by soft-

ware into the hands of creators. For open-source software, this is complicated, as who is really responsible? The creator of the open-

source software or its implementor? Many open-source projects have no legal entity that anyone can hold “responsible” for problems or

harm. 

After heated conversations between open-source communities and the EU last year, EU lawmakers and regulators ended up listening and

reacting  to most of the communities’ feedback, but there are still concerns that it adds too much overhead to a new role the act calls

“open-source stewards.” At a time when funding is tight, Tobie Langel asked the question  on everyone’s mind:

“Who’s going to bear the cost of this overhead?”

Granted, there are plenty of open-source foundations, but they also have limited resources and bring their own overhead to small

projects.

The growing impor��nce of d���
Open source is used more and in more places than ever before . However, due to �inancial pressure in the wider ecosystem and the in�lux

of a new form of “open” projects, AI tools, and services, the community needs to be more considered and cautious than ever. Amanda

Brok put it well when we spoke, telling me that SOOCON and OpenUK intentionally changed their stated aims a few months ago.

“‘Open-source software and hardware’ used to be enough to encompass the community and its aims and concerns. Now it’s ‘Open-

source software, hardware, and data’.”

An Open data movement , that aims to keep public data as freely accessible as possible, has existed for some time. The EU alone has

nearly 2 million data sets . However, this past year saw the open-source community have to care about the openness of data in complete-

ly new ways. 

If a project or community wants to leverage new AI tools, it must now consider the data it uses and how it was trained. It needs to main-

tain regulatory data if it has any usage in the EU.

Depending on new regulations around the world, in the future, it might need to start pro�iling and reporting carbon impact. The wider

commercial tech industry has known the value of data for some time, and now, whether it likes it or not, open source is also realising its

importance and value.

Open �o ch�nge
Despite a challenging 12-18 months in open source, the European ecosystem is in a good position to rise to the occasion. Compared to

the US, open source in Europe has always been more conservative about funding sources and seeking different ways to sustain itself.
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It’s too early to call on how the community will tackle the current AI boom, but EU regulators engaging more and local efforts to ensure

diversity, inclusivity, and equity are positive signs for Europe’s open source community. 

Whether motivated by cost reduction, concern for the environment, or something in between, some of the key �igures in the drive to

make application software and hardware more sustainable call Europe home. Thus, the continent is in an excellent position to lead the

change.

There are challenges ahead, and open source needs to adapt, but I am con�ident that the European community is as ready as ever to face

them.
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